Letters to my daughter, Heather: (August, 2007) 

The Last Man in Limbo 

John T. O’Connor 


Heather, 

I feared it might happen sooner or later. I believe I am now (all but officially) condemned to hell. 

For many years, I clung to the desperate hope that I would, at least, be assigned to Limbo (in Roman 
Catholic theology, the ‘edge’ of hell; in the Divine Comedy, the ‘first circle of hell’ located beyond the river, 
Acheron, but before the judgment seat of Minos.) (Get out your GPS!) 

However, on April 22, 2007, the advisory body known as the International Theological Commission 
released a document, whose publication was subsequently authorized by Pope Benedict XVI, indicating 
that “one of the opinions that the Catholic Church does not condemn” (thus allowing it to be held by its 
members) is that the theory of Limbo "remains a possible theological opinion". This timorous papal 
‘allowance’ does not strike me as a ringing endorsement of the existence of Limbo. Even now, I can see 
the flames dancing on the walls of my prospective sanctuary. 

I’ll miss Limbo! There’s still Purgatory, but I suspect that I would require far more purification (particularly, 
for my liver) than can be administered in that happy way station to Heaven. 

As all true believers know, everyone has got to go somewhere, but I hate the idea of going to hell. For 
one thing, I think it is going to be very crowded, smelly, and the ventilation will be poor ... a lot like the 
New York City subway. Worse, many self-styled ‘conservatives’ will likely be around, although it will 
probably give me some comfort to see them there. 


Since I’m Going Anyway ... 

My fate foretold, I now feel enfranchised to raise some questions that have been troubling me about our 
‘one true religion’ that I would otherwise have studiously avoided engaging. 

■ I’m still not sure I really want to know, but what were the sexual orientations and 
interactions of the immediate descendants of Adam and Eve. Kissin’ cousins? Would 
they have been jailed in Alabama? How did they keep procreating for nine hundred years 
in the absence of Viagra? 

■ Instead of creating Jesus from scratch, why did God make him crawl out of some virgin 
like Mary? And wasn’t Mary at risk of being stoned to death if folks thought she was 
bearing a child out of wedlock instead of bearing God’s spawn? Why didn’t God just nab 
another rib from some guy? 

■ What was the point of letting Jesus die, then, giving him a few extra days of life? Did he 
need to find a good Jewish lawyer to help get his earthly affairs in order? 



■ The Great Flood and the Ark? What a mess? Talk about water pollution! Wouldn’t it have 
been simpler and cleaner just to dispatch everyone and everything in the world, then, 
create a brand new, unspoiled population? Surely, God didn’t lose the blueprints. As it 
turns out, our post-flood population hasn’t turned out so well anyhow. 

• Is God the product of intelligent design? Was he (and not she) created in the image of 
man (and more particularly, hairy old guys like me?) Most people seem to picture Him as 
male, old, and bearded. I assume from all the famous Italian paintings that His son was a 
white man with features rather like mine. It makes one wonder who one sees when they 
look in the mirror? 

■ Most would agree that one of the greatest gifts that any God can confer on a mortal is 
eternal life. Death itself is a downer. Not many of us really long for oblivion. However, as 
Christian believers, we are awarded this gift -- whether we want it or not. The irony for 
most of the 7.2 billion souls populating today’s earth is that our eternal afterlife will be 
spent in hell. Bummer. 

■ Up to this time, women don’t seem to have made out too well in most religions. Was this 
because men wrote the religious tracts and made up the rules? When is someone going 
to invent a female God and what will she make men wear to preserve their chastity? 

Yup, I’m going to hell! 

See you there! 

Love, Dad 


... heaven for climate, and hell for society. Mark Twain, Tammany and Croker speech 

We may not doubt that society in heaven consists mainly of undesirable persons. 

Mark Twain's Notebook 

Heaven goes by favor. If it went by merit, you would stay out and your dog would go in. 

Mark Twain, a Biography 


Views on the Afterlife: Is There a Way We Can Live Forever? 

Purgatory, the Spiritual ‘Safe House’ 

Purgatory, according to Catholic Church doctrine, is an intermediate state after physical death in which 
those destined for heaven "undergo purification, so as to achieve the holiness necessary to enter the joy 
of heaven".^] Only those who die in the state of grace but have not in life reached a sufficient level of 


holiness can be in Purgatory, and therefore no one in Purgatory will remain forever in that state or go to 
hell. 

Limbo, the Edge of Hell: Feel the Heat; See the Flames! 

In the theology of the Catholic Church, Limbo (Latin limbus, edge or boundary, referring to the "edge" of 
Hell) is a speculative idea about the afterlife condition of those who die in Original Sin without being 
assigned to the Hell of the Damned. 

The Limbo of Infants (Latin limbus infantium or limbus puerorum) is a hypothesis about the permanent 
status of the unbaptized who die in infancy, too young to have committed personal sins, but not having 
been freed from original sin. The fundamental importance, in Roman Catholic theology, of the sacrament 
of water baptism gives rise to the argument that, because original sin excludes from the beatific vision 
enjoyed by the souls in heaven, those who have not been freed from it either by the sacrament or by 
baptism of desire or baptism of blood are not eligible for entry into heaven. 

Since at least the time of Augustine, theologians, considering baptism to be necessary for the salvation of 
those to whom it can be administered, have debated the fate of unbaptized innocents, and the theory of 
the Limbo of Infants is one of the hypotheses that have been formulated as a proposed solution. Some 
who hold this theory regard the Limbo of Infants as a state of maximum natural happiness, others as one 
of "mildest punishment" consisting at least of privation of the beatific vision and of any hope of obtaining 
it. This theory, in any of its forms, has never been dogmatically defined by the Church, but it is permissible 
to hold it. 

Recent Catholic theological speculation tends to stress the hope, though not the certainty, that these 
infants may attain heaven instead of the supposed state of Limbo. [9] 

While the Catholic Church has a defined doctrine on original sin, it has none on the eternal fate of 
unbaptized infants, leaving theologians free to propose different theories, which Catholics are free to 
accept or reject. Limbo is one such theory.jl 0][11 ]. 

If heaven is a state of supernatural happiness and union with God, and hell is understood as a state of 
torture and separation from God then, in this view, the Limbo of Infants, although technically part of hell 
(the outermost part, "limbo" meaning "outer edge" or "hem") is seen as a sort of intermediate state. 

Ever Wonder what Popes and Bishops Do With Their Time? 

On April 22, 2007, the advisory body known as the International Theological Commission released a 
document, originally commissioned by Pope John Paul II, entitled "The Hope of Salvation for Infants 
Who Die without Being Baptized. "[9] After tracing the history of the various opinions that have been 
and are held on the eternal fate of unbaptized infants, including that connected with the theory of the 
Limbo of Infants, and after examining the theological arguments, the document stated its conclusion as 
follows: 

Our conclusion is that the many factors that we have considered above give serious theological and 
liturgical grounds for hope that unbaptized infants who die will be saved and enjoy the beatific vision. We 
emphasize that these are reasons for prayerful hope, rather than grounds for sure knowledge. There is 
much that simply has not been revealed to us. [31] We live by faith and hope in the God of mercy and love 
who has been revealed to us in Christ, and the Spirit moves us to pray in constant thankfulness and joy. 
[32] 


What has been revealed to us is that the ordinary way of salvation is by the sacrament of baptism. None 
of the above considerations should be taken as qualifying the necessity of baptism or justifying delay in 
administering the sacrament. Rather, as we want to reaffirm in conclusion, they provide strong grounds 
for hope that God will save infants when we have not been able to do for them what we would have 
wished to do, namely, to baptize them into the faith and life of the Church. 

Pope Benedict XVI authorized publication of this document, indicating that he considers it consistent with 
the Church's teaching, though it is not an official expression of that teaching. [33] Media reports that by the 
document "the Pope closed Limbo"[34] are thus without foundation. In fact, the document explicitly states 
that "the theory of limbo, understood as a state which includes the souls of infants who die subject to 
original sin and without baptism, and who, therefore, neither merit the beatific vision, nor yet are 
subjected to any punishment, because they are not guilty of any personal sin. This theory, elaborated by 
theologians beginning in the Middle Ages, never entered into the dogmatic definitions of the Magisterium. 
Still, that same Magisterium did at times mention the theory in its ordinary teaching up until the Second 
Vatican Council. It remains therefore a possible theological hypothesis" (second preliminary paragraph); 
and in paragraph 41 it repeats that the theory of Limbo "remains a possible theological opinion". The 
document thus allows the hypothesis of a limbo of infants to be held as one of the existing theories about 
the fate of children who die without being baptised, a question on which there is "no explicit answer" from 
Scripture or tradition. [33] It ought also to be mentioned here that the traditional theological alternative to 
Limbo was not Heaven, but rather some degree of suffering in Hell. At any rate, these theories are not the 
official teaching of the Catholic Church, but are only opinions that the Church does not condemn, 
permitting them to be held by its members, just as is the theory of possible salvation for infants dying 
without baptism. 

So, What Happens When You Die? 

Mormons teach that "all who have died without a knowledge of [the] gospel, who would have received it if 
they had been permitted to tarry, shall be heirs of the celestial kingdom of God. ”[36] Jehovah's Witnesses, 
Christadelphians, and others have taught that the dead are unconscious (or even nonexistent), awaiting 
their destiny on Judgment Day. 

The Zoroastrian concept of hamistagan is similar to limbo. Hamistagan is a neutral state in which a soul 
that was neither good nor evil awaits Judgment Day. 

In Islam, which denies the existence of Original Sin in totality, the concept of Limbo exists as Barzakh, the 
state which exists after death, prior to the day of resurrection. During this period sinners are punished and 
the faithful rest in comfort. The concept of underage children is that they go exempt of sin and that they 
are classed as Muslims and after death they go to heaven where they are cared for by Abraham. [37] 

Ecclesiastes: A Stinging Fly in the Ointment? 

Ecclesiastes: "For what happens to the sons of men also happens to animals; one thing befalls them: as 
one dies, so dies the other. Surely, they all have one breath; man has no advantage over animals, for all 
is vanity. All go to one place: all are from the dust, and all return to dust. Who knows the spirit of the sons 
of men, which goes upward, and the spirit of the animal, which goes down to the earth?" (Ecc. 3:19-21 
NKJV) 


"But for him who is joined to all the living there is hope, for a living dog is better than a dead lion. For the 
living know that they will die; But the dead know nothing, And they have no more reward, For the memory 
of them is forgotten. Also their love, their hatred, and their envy have now perished; Nevermore will they 
have a share in anything done under the sun." (Ecc. 9:4-6 NKJV) 

Similarly Psalms 146:2-4 (NKJV) states: "Do not put your trust in princes, Nor in a son of man, in whom 
there is no help. Flis spirit departs, he returns to his earth; In that very day his plans perish." 

In the book of Job it is stated: "But man dies and is laid away; indeed he breathes his last and where is 
he? ... So man lies down and does not rise. Till the heavens are no more, they will not awake nor be 
roused from their sleep ... If a man dies, shall he live aga/>7?"(Job 14:10,12,14a NKJV) 

As Jehovah is My Witness 

Jehovah's Witnesses 

Jehovah's Witnesses occasionally use the terms "afterlife" and "hereafter"[A)] to refer to any hope for the 
dead, but they understand Ecclesiastes 9:5 to preclude common views of afterlife: 

For the living are conscious that they will die; but as for the dead, they are conscious of nothing at all, 
neither do they any more have wages, because the remembrance of them has been forgotten. 

Jehovah's Witnesses believe that death is the price for sinning. [42][43] Individuals judged by God to be 
wicked, such as in the Great Flood or at Armageddon, are given no hope of an afterlife. After Armageddon 
there will be a resurrection in the flesh[44] of "both righteous and unrighteous" dead (but not the 
"wicked"), based on Acts 24:15. Survivors of Armageddon and those who are resurrected are then to 
gradually restore earth to a paradise. [45] After Armageddon, unrepentant sinners are punished with 
eternal death (non-existence). 

Seventh-day Adventists: The Return of Eden 

The Seventh-day Adventist Church, teaches that the first death, or death brought about by living on a 
planet with sinful conditions (sickness, old age, accident, etc.) is a sleep of the soul. Adventists believe 
that the body + the breath of God = a living soul. Like Jehovah's Witnesses, Adventists use key phrases 
from the Bible, such as "For the living know that they shall die: but the dead know not any thing, neither 
have they any more a reward; for the memory of them is forgotten" (Eccl. 9:5 KJV). Adventists also point 
to the fact that the wage of sin is death and God alone is immortal. Adventists believe God will grant 
eternal life to the redeemed who are resurrected at Jesus' second coming. Until then, all those who have 
died are "asleep". When Jesus the Christ, who is the Word and the Bread of Life, comes a second time, 
the righteous will be raised incorruptible and will be taken in the clouds to meet their Lord. The righteous 
will live in heaven for a thousand years (the millennium) where they will sit with God in judgment over the 
unredeemed and the fallen angels. During the time the redeemed are in heaven, the Earth will be devoid 
of human and animal inhabitation. Only the fallen angels will be left alive. The second resurrection is of 
the unrighteous, when Jesus brings the New Jerusalem down from heaven to relocate to Earth. Jesus will 
call to life all those who are unrighteous. Satan and his angels will convince the unrighteous to surround 
the city, but hell fire and brimstone will fall from heaven and consume them, thus cleansing Earth of all 
sin. The universe will be then free from sin forever. This is called the second death. On the new earth God 
will provide an eternal home for all the redeemed and a perfect environment for everlasting life, where 
Eden will be restored. The great controversy will be ended and sin will be no more. God will reign in 
perfect harmony forever.(Rom. 6:23; 1 Tim. 6:15, 16; Eccl. 9:5, 6; Ps. 146:3, 4; John 11:11-14; Col. 3:4; 1 
Cor. 15:51-54; 1 Thess. 4:13-17; John 5:28, 29; Rev. 20:1-10; Rev. 20; 1 Cor. 6:2, 3; Jer. 4:23-26; Rev. 


21:1-5; Mai. 4:1; Eze. 28:18, 19; 2 Peter 3:13; Isa. 35; 65:17-25; Matt. 5:5; Rev. 21:1-7; 22:1-5; 11:15. )[46] 
[47] 

Islam: Two Options - Heaven or Hell 

The Islamic belief in the afterlife as stated in the Qur'an is descriptive. The Islamic word for Paradise is 
Jannah and Hell is Jahannam. Their level of comfort while in the grave depends wholly on their level of 
Iman or faith in the one almighty creator or supreme being God or Allah. In order for one to achieve 
proper, firm and healthy Iman one must practice righteous deeds or else his level of Iman chokes and 
shrinks and eventually can wither away if one does not practice Islam long enough, hence the depth of 
practicing Islam is good deeds. One may also acquire Tasbih and recite the names of Allah in such 
manner as "SubahannAllah" or Glory be to Allah over and over again to acquire good deeds. The levels in 
Jannah are 7[48] and 7 ((15) HiCR Suresi. Ayet - 44) for Jahannam. 

Islam teaches that the purpose of Man's entire creation is to worship the Creator of the Heavens and 
Earth— Allah alone that includes being kind to other human beings and life including bugs, and to trees, 
by not oppressing them. Islam teaches that the life we live on Earth is nothing but a test for us and to 
determine each individual's ultimate abode be it punishment or Jannat in the afterlife, which is eternal and 
everlasting. 

In the 20th century, discussions about the afterlife address the interconnection between human action and 
divine judgment, the need for moral rectitude, and the eternal consequences of human action in this life 
and world. [49] 

Jannah and Jahannam both have different levels. Jannah has seven gates and seven levels. The higher 
the level the better it is and the happier you are. Jahannam possess 7 deep terrible layers. The lower the 
layer the worse it is. Individuals will arrive at both everlasting homes during Judgment Day, which 
commences after the Angel Israfil blows the trumpet the second time. Islam teaches the continued 
existence of the soul and a transformed physical existence after death. Muslims believe there will be a 
day of judgment when all humans will be divided between the eternal destinations of Paradise and Hell. 

Resurrection and the Day of Judgment 

A central doctrine of the Qur'an is the Last Day, on which the world will be destroyed and Allah will raise 
all people and jinn from the dead to be judged. 

The Last Day is also called the Day of Standing Up, Day of Separation, Day of Reckoning, Day of 
Awakening, Day of Judgment, The Encompassing Day or The Hour. 

Until the Day of Judgment, deceased souls remain in their graves awaiting the resurrection. However, 
they begin to feel immediately a taste of their destiny to come. Those bound for hell will suffer in their 
graves, while those bound for heaven will be in peace until that time. 

The resurrection that will take place on the Last Day is physical, and is explained by suggesting that God 
will re-create the decayed body (17:100: "Could they not see that God who created the heavens and the 
earth is able to create the like of them"?). 

On the Last Day, resurrected humans and jinn will be judged by Allah according to their deeds. One's 
eternal destination depends on balance of good to bad deeds in life. They are either granted admission to 
Paradise, where they will enjoy spiritual and physical pleasures forever, or condemned to Hell to suffer 


spiritual and physical torment for eternity. The day of judgment is described as passing over Hell on a 
narrow bridge in order to enter Paradise. Those who fall, weighted by their bad deeds, will remain in Hell 
forever. 


Hindus: How Much have you Accumulated on your Credit Karma? 

Hindus also believe in 'Karma'. 'Karma' is the accumulated sums of one's good or bad deeds. Satkarma 
means good deeds, vikarma means bad deeds. According to Hinduism the basic concept of Karma is 'As 
you sow, you shall reap'. So, if a person has lived a good life, they will be rewarded in the afterlife. 
Similarly their sum of bad deeds will be mirrored in their next life. Good 'Karma' brings good rewards and 
bad 'karmas' lead to bad results. There is no judgment here. People accumulate karma through their 
actions and even thoughts. In Bhagavad Gita when Arjuna hesitates to kill his kith and kin the lord 
reprimands him saying thus "Do you believe that you are the doer of the action. No. You are merely an 
instrument in MY hands. Do you believe that the people in front of you are living? Dear Arjuna, they are 
already dead. As a kshatriya (warrior) it is your duty to protect your people and land. If you fail to do your 
duty, then you are not adhering to dharmic principles. ” 


Buddhism 

Buddhists maintain that rebirth takes place without an unchanging self or soul passing from one form to 
another. The type of rebirth will be conditioned by the moral tone of the person's actions (kamma or 
karma). For example, if a person has committed harmful actions of body, speech and mind based on 
greed, hatred and delusion, rebirth in a lower realm, i.e. an animal, a ghost or a hell realm, is to be 
expected. On the other hand, where a person has performed skillful actions based on generosity, loving¬ 
kindness (metta), compassion and wisdom, rebirth in a happy realm, i.e. human or one of the many 
heavenly realms, can be expected. 

Sikhism[edit] 

Sikhs also believe in reincarnation. They believe that the soul belongs to the spiritual universe which has 
its origins in God. It is like a see-saw, the amount of good done in life will store up blessings, thus uniting 
with God. It needs to be clarified whether the ideal is union or link with 'Waheguru' (God) or merger in 
God (Hindu belief). Before the creation of the world, God was all by Himself, in a Self-absorbed state. In 
that state, God's Will, Naam or Attributes were not expressed, since they have relevance only in the 
created world. At next stage, universe was created. Since then God's Naam and Will have become 
expressed and creative functioning in the universe goes on. The suggested merger in God (Hindu belief) 
in this state involves virtually a reversion to the first state of God being Self-absorbed. This reversal would 
evidently be counter to the expressed Creative Will of God. So Sikhs believe in union as opposed to 
merger. A soul may need to live many lives before it is one with God. But there is more to it than this; 
there are four classes that are included in this belief. Above these four classes is God "Waheguru" and 
the soul can choose to stay with him it wishes, or take another step and go to its people and serve them. 
Below these four classes are non-humans such as plants and viruses. Souls move up and down 
according to their deeds, a good life and death moves them up to a higher class and a bad life and death 
results in going down a class. 


Wicca 

The Wiccan afterlife is most commonly described as The Summerland. Here, souls rest, recuperate from 
life, and reflect on the experiences they had during their lives. After a period of rest, the souls are 
reincarnated, and the memory of their previous lives is erased. Many Wiccans see The Summerland as a 
place to reflect on their life actions. It is not a place of reward, but rather the end of a life journey at an 
end point of incarnations. [53] 


Unitarian Universalism: Heaven, Reincarnation, Oblivion - Take Your Choice! 

Some Unitarian Universalists believe in universalism: that all souls will ultimately be saved and that there 
are no torments of hell. [54] Unitarian Universalists differ widely in their theology hence there is no exact 
same stance on the issue. [55] Although Unitarians historically believed in a literal hell, and Universalists 
historically believed that everyone goes to heaven, modern Unitarian Universalists can be categorized 
into those believing in a heaven, reincarnation and oblivion. Most Unitarian Universalists believe that 
heaven and hell are symbolic places of consciousness and the faith is largely focused on the worldly life 
rather than any possible afterlife. [56] 


The Scientific View - or - “Faith is Believing in What You Know Ain’t True” - Mark Twain 

The scientific community demands much greater skepticism than is found among most religions regarding 
the belief in the afterlife. The scientific consensus is that the mind and consciousness is a product of the 
functioning of the brain. [84][85][86] The logical consequence of this premise is that once the brain stops 
functioning at brain death, the mind fails to survive and ceases to exist.[87] 


